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County Agent’s Notes:

July 2, 2001

Forage for horses…
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Agent/Agriculture
With the increasing cost of feed for all kinds of livestock, many horse owners want to
grow their own pasture and hay. Most of the principles for producing good grazing and hay for
horses are similar to those for other types of livestock, but there are a few exceptions.
Horses are "nibblers" and require pastures that can tolerate close grazing. They graze for
young tender growth, so pastures may need to be clipped fairly often. Where two or more
pastures are available, they should be used alternately.
During winter months when summer grasses are dormant, horses may paw and eat the
roots and rhizomes of these grasses. Under these conditions, some type of green growth should
be made available. Warm and cool-season forage combinations accomplish this.
Bermuda, dallis, and bahia are warm-season perennial grasses. There are few warmseason perennial legumes that grow well with these grasses. Alfalfa, a perennial legume that
grows from the cool spring through early summer, is most often used as a hay crop, however the
grazing-type alfalfas may produce better results. Alfalfa, often referred to as the “queen” of
forage crops, can be grown successfully on some of our deep, well-drained sandy loam and silt
loam soils. It requires a very high level of management, comparable to cotton or corn, but the
rewards are high yield and high quality from small acreage.
You must take precautions when using alfalfa hay for horses. The blister beetle,

which commonly attacks legumes like alfalfa in the warmer months, is very toxic to
horses. In this area we should cut alfalfa prior to June as a way of avoiding this insect, and
fields should be carefully checked for this insect.
The preferred warm-season grasses for horse hay in Mississippi are the improved-seeded
and hybrid bermudas. The wider leaf hybrid bermudas may be better for horse hay than Coastal
and others with narrow leaves. The wider-leafed grasses can be expected to produce fewer
problems with digestion, colic, nervousness, and wood-chewing than the fine-leaf types.
Bermudagrasses can be used for grazing and hay. A mixture of bermudagrass and white
clover makes one of the best grazing mixtures. This mixture often is grown along with dallis and
bahia, all of which tolerate close grazing.
Since bahiagrass is normally lower in quality than bermuda or dallis, white and annual
clovers (such as crimson, arrowleaf, subterranean, and ball) may be grown with it, where
possible, to improve quality. Bermudagrasses and bahiagrass can be overseeded with ryegrass,
wheat, oats, and annual clovers to extend grazing into the cool season.
Where acreage is limited, summer annual grass crops like pearl or cattail millets may be
used. An improved pearl millet, such as the leafy type "Tifleaf" pearl millet hybrid, is better
suited to horses than previous varieties. It produces more tillers, stands more traffic, and
produces more fall growth. This is especially true on sandy, droughty soils. Using pearl millet
eliminates the problem of prussic acid poisoning that may occur with sorghums.
The most common cool-season perennial grass is tall fescue. Although it is found in
many pastures containing bermudagrass and bahiagrass it is known to cause toxicosis, and horses
should not be allowed to consume large quantities of this grass, especially after the grass has
produced heads. Fungus-free fescue has been tried in this area with poor success, however new

varieties that contain a nontoxic endophyte are being made available; these have shown good
results in tests at MSU.
The main cool-season perennial legume is white clover and is often referred to as ladino.
However, white clover consists of the small white-Dutch type, the large ladino type, and La S-1
reseeding type. The large ladino type includes varieties such as Regal, Osceola, and Titan. Use
white clover of some type in grazing mixtures with grasses for horses where possible. White
clover is hard to get uniformly dry for horse hay and should be used primarily for grazing. Red
clovers commonly used for cattle are not well suited for grazing horses.
Horses do well on any of the winter annuals like ryegrass and oats. They particularly
prefer the clovers grown with these grasses. These legumes are higher in certain mineral
elements needed in the diet. Forage legumes supply nitrogen for the grass growing with them,
reducing fertilizer cost in addition to improving forage quality.
As with any crop, fertilizers and lime should be applied according to the results of a soil
test. Care should be exercised when moving horses onto improved grazing because of their
tendency to overeat and “founder”; follow the advice of your veterinarian. A good soil fertility
program will always produce the best forage. Don’t guess, do a soil test.

